Clinical ethics in the context of language and cognitive impairment: rights and protections.
Ethical dilemmas are particularly complex when a patient has a communication disorder. Questionable decision-making capacity can affect an individual's ability to participate in the informed consent process. When other cognitive impairments as well as language deficits are present, the risk of losing one's right to autonomy is greatly increased. Alternatively, the protection afforded those who are clearly incompetent may be limited if a person appears to have decision-making capacity but is unable to adequately process information. These challenges are illustrated in this article by use of clinical case descriptions. They also serve to demonstrate ways in which speech-language pathologists can provide the expertise needed to assist patients and medical teams in addressing these particular issues and ensuring patient autonomy.